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The author sat on the same chair for hours in a hospital waiting
area as reporters swarmed around her. From his pin-striped suit and
tidy haircut to his perfect white teeth, he was a recruitment
poster for J. Edgar Hoover. The irony wasn’t lost on him. “Can you
tell me how it all started?” the reporter asked. 

   




  
  
 


“It started with a picture,” I thought as I replied. The
detective in my head nodded slowly, remembering as I recalled what
had led up to that moment. Each step was essential to knocking over
the next.
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Get a copy of this summary and learn about the book. 
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The author sat on the
same chair for hours in a hospital waiting area as reporters
swarmed around her. From his pin-striped suit and tidy haircut to
his perfect white teeth, he was a recruitment poster for J. Edgar
Hoover. The irony wasn’t lost on him. “Can you tell me how it all
started?” the reporter asked. 

        

  
  


        
“It started with a picture,” I thought as I
replied. The detective in my head nodded slowly, remembering as I
recalled what had led up to that moment. Each step was essential to
knocking over the next. 
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The kids, ages six and
eight, were pitching rocks at a tin can, wearing only patched
overalls and scraggly hair. Behind them was a wooden slat with
jagged edges, scrawled in chalk, an offer to sell them for as
little as a dollar each. Maybe it wasn’t too late for these kids to
get a better life. He’d grumbled with every click of the shutter on
his camera’s shutter for an entire day, but now he felt ashamed of
grousing over a job many would envy. Just this morning, that
wrinkled page had guided him to his latest rousing assignment: a
quilting exhibition by a ladies’ auxiliary of the American Legion.
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A labor reporter had
been waiting for his photographs to dry, despite looking miserable
from a cold. Since he would be away on a story that day, Lily
volunteered to turn them in. She made the two-hour trek to northern
Delaware as usual—to her real home, not the ladies’ boardinghouse
nearby. Lily had stumbled upon Ellis Reed’s personal photographs on
her first visit to the office of the chief of police, and was
struck by the depth of detail in each image. From the way each
photo conveyed a tale, she knew who had captured them. A flood of
emotion rushed through her, unearthing old sentiments 
that she had worked to bury.   
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The line for the
bathroom stretched halfway down the hall. A trio of middle-aged
women stopped mid-sentence to stare at him as he undressed in front
of them. The editor of the New York Examiner, William Ellis, rode
the city’s streetcar to City Hall and then entered the nerve center
of the paper, the city room. It wasn’t the Evening Bulletin, but it
was still a solid challenger for nightly reading after more than
two decades. The elevator operator opened the door a foot above the
third floor; more often it was a foot below, remarkably never
level. 

        

  
  


        
The managing editor in chief, Howard Trimble,
bellowed into his office at 10:42 a.m., “Can I get some coffee
here, or do I gotta do everything myself? And where the hell’s
Reed?” Ellis dreaded one of those searing rants now. “Apparently,
you’ve been taking some interesting pictures,” the chief said, and
then turned his hard gaze to Ellis. The chief tossed a photograph
of the boys on the porch, their gut-wrenching sign propped out
front. 

        

  
  


        
Mercifully, most assignments that required
descriptions of cake and chiffon belonged to his matronly Society
colleague. Photographer John Ellis was already planning his drive
to the farmhouse when he saw the picture. The idea of interviewing
the boys, or even their parents, felt wrong. 
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